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Thank you Chairwoman Maloney for inviting me to testify before the Committee on Reform and 

Oversight regarding “Providing the Census Bureau with the Time to Produce a Complete and 

Accurate Census.” I am extremely concerned that revised plans to reduce the time for the 2020 

Census data collection and post-data collection processing will adversely affect the quality and 

accuracy of the 2020 Census.  In the following discussion I will describe the basis for my 

concerns.  

 

Background 

 

My professional experiences include: mathematical statistics; survey design and methodology; 

management of large organizations; and the innovative use of technology to achieve efficiencies.  

In particular, the experiences that I drew on in preparing my testimony occurred at the Census 

Bureau.  I joined the Census Bureau as a mathematical statistician in 1975.  For the following 27 

years I served in a number of positions that supported the conduct of the 1980, 1990 and 2000 

decennial censuses.  Most significantly, I held the position of Associate Director for the 2000 

Decennial Census – the career executive in charge of all aspects of carrying out Census 2000.  

Under my leadership Census 2000 was completed on time, within budget, and had lower 

undercounts than previous censuses.   

 

In August of 2013, I was appointed by President Obama as the Director of the Census Bureau – a 

Senate confirmed position.  During my tenure I oversaw all Census Bureau activities and 

operations including planning for the 2020 Census.  I retired from the Census Bureau in June of 

2017 and I am pleased that many of the operations now being implemented in 2020 were in the 

final stages of design when I left the Census Bureau.  Therefore, I am very familiar with the 2020 

Census procedures, operations, and methods. 

 

 

I. Introduction 

On April 13, 2020 the Secretary of Commerce, Wilbur Ross, and the Director of the Census 

Bureau, Dr. Steven Dillingham, issued a statement on 2020 Census operational adjustments due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic.  This statement concluded that “[u]nder this plan, the Census 

Bureau would extend the window for field data collection and self-response to October 31, 2020, 

which will allow for apportionment counts to be delivered to the President by April 30, 2021, 

and redistricting data to be delivered to the states no later than July 31, 2021.”1 

 

 

1 U.S. Department of Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross and U.S. Census Bureau Director Steven Dillingham 

Statement on 2020 Census Operational Adjustments Due to COVID-19, April 13, 2020. 
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On August 3, 2020 the Director of the Census Bureau, Dr. Steven Dillingham, issued a statement 

announcing that the Census Bureau would “accelerate the completion of data collection and 

apportionment counts by our statutory deadline of December 31, 2020, as required by law and 

directed by the Secretary of Commerce.”2  Based on my experience and expertise, I am 

extremely concerned that this August 3 decision will adversely affect the quality and accuracy of 

the 2020 Census.   

 

I have carefully reviewed the 2020 Census Operational Plans as well as the documentation that 

the Census Bureau has issued describing the actions it is taking in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic and its recently issued documentation3 regarding its plans to conclude data collection 

by September 30, 2020.  Based on my review, I am concerned that reducing the time for data 

collection at this late date will have serious consequences for the 2020 Census, because: (1) the 

time constraints will force the Census Bureau to modify the plans for their data collection 

operations; (2) these modifications will significantly increase the risk of larger total and 

differential undercounts for the hard-to-count populations, as well as increase the levels of 

erroneous enumerations and reduce the overall quality of this census, relative to previous 

censuses; (3) the Census Bureau’s new push to adhere to the original schedule reduces not only 

data collection time frames, but drastically reduces time frames for necessary post data collection 

processes that ensure an accurate and complete count; and (4) the Census Bureau is providing 

only limited measures that will allow stakeholders to assess whether the 2020 Census is 

succeeding in carrying out a fair and accurate enumeration under the limitations imposed by the 

new push to adhere to the original schedule.  

 

II. Concerns 

A. Background on the Decennial Census  

The uses of the data generated by the Decennial Census are extremely important for all 

components of our democracy and economy, including: the constitutionally required 

reapportionment of the House of Representatives; redrawing congressional and state legislative 

voting districts; allocating over $1.5 trillion in federal funds annually; supporting evidence-based 

policy making by state, local and tribal governments; and allowing informed decisions by large 

and small business to generate economic growth and job creation.  The Census results are also 

carried forward throughout the decade in the form of population estimates4 that are used for a 

number of purposes including ensuring that most public and private household surveys are fully 

representative of all population groups.5  Any undercounts in the Census would be carried 

 

2 Statement from U.S. Census Bureau Director Steven Dillingham: Delivering a Complete and Accurate 2020 

Census Count, August 3, 2017. 

3 US Census Bureau, Review of 2020 Census Operational Plan Schedule, 

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/newsroom/press-kits/2020/2020-operational-plan-schedule-review.pdf, 

August 17, 2020. 

4 US Census Bureau, https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest.html 

5 There are many important surveys that provide information that is goes beyond the uses of the Decennial Census 

that I described above.  For example, the Current Population Survey provides measures of unemployment, income 

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/newsroom/press-kits/2020/2020-operational-plan-schedule-review.pdf
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest.html
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forward in the population estimates and reflected in the surveys.  Inaccuracies or undercounts in 

Decennial Census data will result in under-representation of the affected population groups not 

just in the immediate term, but for ten subsequent years until the next Decennial Census results 

are available. 

 

The Census Bureau spent much of this decade conducting testing and research in order to 

develop the plans and procedures to be used in the 2020 Census.  This culminated with the 

release of a final detailed Operational Plan6, followed by the release of a number of detailed 

Operational plans for specific operations that I will discuss below.  The plans for the 2020 

Census include a number of operations and programs that are important to achieve a fair and 

accurate enumeration.  I will briefly describe four of these operations and programs here for 

background purposes and then discuss the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and other issues 

relating to a fair and accurate enumeration in subsequent portions of this declaration.  The four 

operations or programs are as follows: 

 

• Developing a comprehensive address list – The Census Bureau worked this decade to 

continuously update the address list that supported the 2010 Census.  Input is continuously 

received from sources such as the United States Postal Service and local governments. The 

Census Bureau also conducted an “address canvassing” operation that concluded in 2019.  

Address canvassing used field or office workers to find and include additional addresses that 

may not have been provided from other input sources.  The address list is critical because it 

serves as the control file for most 2020 Census operations including data collection.  

 

• Self-response – Most housing units on the address list received an invitiation to self-respond 

to the 2020 Census in March 2020.  Responses could be submitted by Internet, completing 

and mailing back a paper questionnaire, or over the telephone.  

 

• Nonresponse Followup – Not all households provide self-responses, requiring the Census 

Bureau to conduct an operation to collect information from these self-nonresponding housing 

units.  The Census Bureau refers to this operation as “Nonresponse Followup” or NRFU. 

NRFU requires recruiting and hiring a large staff of enumerators to visit the nonresponding 

housing units and obtain a response and is the most expensive and labor-intensive operation 

that the 2020 Census will carry out.  As of August 9, 2020, the date when NRFU had started 

in every part of the United States, the national self-response rate was 63.3 percent, which 

meant that over 36 percent – or over 50 million housing units and their occupants must still 

be enumerated.7  Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Census Bureau estimated that it 

would need to deploy at least 260,000 enumerators to conduct NRFU for a workload of this 

 
and poverty; and the Health Interview Survey tracks health status, health care access, and progress in achieving 

national health objectives. 

6
U.S Census Bureau, 2020 Census Operational Plan, A New Design for the 21st Century, version 4.0 issued 

December 2018. 

7 US Census Bureau 2020 Census daily response rate tracker, https://2020census.gov/en/response-rates.html (last 

accessed August 9, 2020). 

https://2020census.gov/en/response-rates.html
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size.8  As I will discuss below, the hard-to-count populations are disproportionately 

represented in the nonresponse universe.  Hard-to-count populations include young children, 

minorities, immigrants, low income renters, limited English speakers, residents of hard to 

reach rural areas including Asians and Latinos, and American Indian Reservations or Alaska 

Native Villages.  A failure to obtain a complete enumeration in NRFU would result in 

disproportionate undercounts of these populations.  Therefore, I view a successful NRFU as 

one of the most important census operations to ensuring a fair and accurate count. 

     

• Developing and deploying an integrated communications and partnership program – The 

Census Bureau has conducted extensive research to develop a communications program, 

using paid adverting and digital media, coupled with a local partnership program the 

encourage  self-response and participation in the 2020 Census.  The goal of the program is to 

get out messages on a local level that the 2020 Census is important to local communities, and 

that respondent information is completely confidential.  The Census Bureau will not share 

identifiable information for any person to any outside entity, including law and immigration 

enforcement. The Census Bureau was very successful in recruiting over 300,000 national and 

local partners for the 2020 Census.  Many of these partners planned to hold local events to 

promote 2020 Census self-response.  

 

B. The requirement to end data collection by the end of September 2020 will 

force the Census Bureau to modify data collection procedures, resulting in a 

less complete enumeration compared to previous censuses.   

 

The COVID-19 pandemic forced the delay of key 2020 Census operations out of concerns for 

the safety of both census workers and the general public.  Of particular concern was the delay of 

the NRFU.   

  

The NRFU operation had been scheduled to start on May 15, 2020 and run through July 31, 

2020.  However, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Census Bureau rescheduled it to 

start in most of the United States on August 11, 2020 and initially planned to complete it by 

October 31, 2020.   

 

In order to accommodate this delay, the Census Bureau had requested, through the Department 

of Commerce, a four-month extension of the deadlines9 to deliver Apportionment and 

redistricting data.  For apportionment, the requested extension was from the current deadline of 

December 31, 2020 to April 30, 2021.  For redistricting, the requested extension was from March 

31, 2021 to July 31, 2021.   

 

8 US Census Bureau, 2020 Census Detailed Operational Plan for: 18. Nonresponse Followup Operation (NRFU), 

Version 2.0 Final, July 15, 2019. 

9 Title 13, US Code, Section 141, (b) and (c). 
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However, on August 3, 2020 the Census Bureau announced that the deadlines would not be 

extended, and that NRFU would now be completed by September 30, 2020.10  The Census 

Bureau will have to take steps to complete NRFU more rapidly than it planned, given that it has 

already lost over a third of the schedule that the career staff had developed under the original 

plan.   

 

The Census Bureau released, on August 17, 2020, a review of the 2020 Census Operational Plan 

Schedule11 that describes actions being taken to complete all data collection, including NRFU, 

by September 30, 2020.  According to the review, these actions include: 

 

• Starting NRFU in all areas by August 9, 2020 

• Sending enumerators to make up to 6 visits to attempt to obtain an interview with occupied 

housing units 

• Offering bonuses to NRFU enumerators to maximize staff production hours 

• Making efforts at “Keeping Staff Levels Up” 

• Implementing outbound telephone calling to supplement in-person contact attempts as a 

means of enumerating hard-to-count populations 

 

The review document had a serious lack of detail regarding how NRFU would be actually 

implemented under the revised and shortened time schedule. The Census Bureau had prepared 

detailed information regarding how it was going to conduct NRFU under the original schedule 

and time frame.  For example, the Census Bureau described three NRFU phases – Phase 1, Phase 

2, and Closeout.12 For each phase criteria and dates were provided that described how each 

would start.  There is no such discussion included in the review of the Operational Plan, nor is 

there even a mention as to whether there will still be three phases. 

 

On September 4, 2020, Albert E. Fontenot, Jr. provided some additional detail in a Declaration 

provided in National Urban League, et al, Plaintiff v. Wilbur L. Ross, et al., Defendants in the 

United States District Court for the Northern District of California San Jose Division.13 Mr. 

Fontenot did discuss the closeout phase (not mentioning phase 1 or Phase 2).  He stated that all 

areas would be eligible for closeout on September 11, 2020, approximately a month after the 

start of NRFU in all areas of the United States.   The comparable date in the original Operational 

plan was July 10, 2020 nearly two months after the originally planned start of NRFU.  Mr. 

Fontenot did not discuss the potential impact of cutting the period that would allow eligibility for 

Closeout approximately in half.  In my opinion, this will further increase the likelihood of the 

concerns I raise below.   

 

10 Statement from U.S. Census Bureau Director Steven Dillingham: Delivering a Complete and Accurate 2020 

Census Count, https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2020/delivering-complete-accurate-count.html, 

August 3, 2020. 

11 US Census Bureau, Review of 2020 Census Operational Plan Schedule, 

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/newsroom/press-kits/2020/2020-operational-plan-schedule-review.pdf, 

August 17, 2020 

12 US Census Bureau, 2020 Census Detailed Operational Plan for: 18. Nonresponse Followup Operation (NRFU), 

Version 2.0 Final, July 15, 2019. 

13 Declaration of Albert E. Fontenot Jr., Case No. 5:20-cv-05799-LHK, September 4, 2020. 

https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2020/delivering-complete-accurate-count.html
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/newsroom/press-kits/2020/2020-operational-plan-schedule-review.pdf
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I am concerned that taking the actions described in the review of the Operational Plan will not 

effectively address the constraints imposed by the revised timelines for completing NRFU.  My 

concerns are informed by my experiences in managing all aspects of the 2000 Census and by 

directing the research and development necessary to plan the 2020 Census. My concerns are as 

follows: 

 

• The staffing levels will not be adequate to complete NRFU without accepting lower quality 

enumerations and incompletely enumerating the traditionally hard-to-count populations. 

The Census Bureau has lost over 30 percent of the time that had been planned for NRFU, 

this is inconsistent with my experience in managing the 2000 Census which would lead me 

to conclude that the Census Bureau will need significantly more staff to complete this 

critical undertaking.  However, the plan being put forth to end data collection by September 

30 is to maintain staffing, at levels determined before the advent of the COVID-19 

pandemic. The Department of Commerce Office of the Inspector (OIG) has recently 

reviewed the progress of staffing for the NRFU and stated: 

  

“Bureau management have stated that their target number of enumerators, needed 

by the end of August 2020 to complete NRFU production, is just above 300,000. 

As of August 17, 2020, the Bureau has just under 220,000 enumerators trained 

and ready to start working on the NRFU operation that is underway—this 

represents approximately 73 percent of the estimated number of enumerators 

needed to complete NRFU production. However, 132 out of 248 total Area 

Census Office (ACOs) are less than 75 percent toward reaching their estimated 

goals; of those 132 ACOs at less than 75 percent, 37 are less than 50 percent 

toward reaching their goal.”14 

 

To explain briefly, the Census Bureau has established Area Census Offices (ACO) to 

carry out the 2020 Census field operations, including NRFU.  There are 248 ACOs, each 

of which has a significant portion of the NRFU workload to carry out.  On average, this 

would be about 226,000 housing units from which a self-response was not received. It is 

very troubling that not only is the Census Bureau falling behind in its plans for staffing 

NRFU, but also the hiring shortfalls for NRFU staff are not uniform.  Approximately 15 

percent of the NRFU workload is in areas where the Census Bureau is falling 50 percent 

short of hiring goals.  While the Census Bureau stated in the review of the Operational 

Plan Schedule that it was making efforts at “keeping staff levels up,” it is falling well 

behind in reaching the staffing levels it had determined were necessary for NRFU.  In 

addition the NRFU staffing levels cited by the OIG are lower than the Census Bureau 

projected requirements  prior to the COVID-19 pandemic - 260,000 enumerators.15 I will 

 

14 Zabarsky, Mark H, Principal Assistant Inspector General for Audit and Evaluation, 2020 Census Alert: The 

Census Bureau Faces Challenges in Accelerating Hiring and Minimizing Attrition Rates for Abbreviated 2020 

Census Field Operations Final Memorandum No. OIG-20-041-M., Memorandum for Steven D. Dillingham, 

Director, US Census Bureau, August 18, 2020. 

15 US Census Bureau, 2020 Census Detailed Operational Plan for: 18. Nonresponse Followup Operation (NRFU), 

Version 2.0 Final, July 15, 2019. 
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discuss the impact of these staffing shortfalls for hard-to-count communities in more 

detail below. 

 

• The self-response rates are not uniformly distributed and are disproportionally lower in areas 

with higher proportions of Black and Latino (referred to as Hispanic by the Census Bureau) 

populations, as well as in some rural areas.  For example, as of August 6, 2020, there were 

50.7 million people living in census tracts in the lowest fifth of self-response.16, 17  The 

overall self-response rate for these tracts is less than 51.3 percent, compared to a national 

average of over 63 percent.  Furthermore, while Latinos make up 18.3 percent of the U.S. 

population, they represent 25.8 percent of the population in these low response areas.  For 

non-Hispanic Blacks, the corresponding rates are 12.3 and 22.2 percent, respectively.  The 

Census Bureau also noted that, as of August 6, 2020, the self-response rate in update-leave 

(rural areas) was a little over 34 percent.  The low update-leave self-response is also 

problematic for Latinos living areas such as the colonias in Texas, and for American Indian 

Reservations or Alaska Native Villages.    As I will discuss below, the likely outcome for 

these areas and populations will be increased undercounts relative to previous censuses and 

decreased quality of the information collected. 

   

• Given the current NRFU staffing levels, the Census Bureau will have to rely less on direct in-

person contact attempts and more on the following in order to meet the new September 30, 

2020 deadline with deleterious consequences for the count: 

      

a. Reduced in-person contact attempts with residents of the NRFU households, leading 

to increased undercounts of the traditionally hard-to-count populations. While the 

Census Bureau is planning for up to 6 attempts for most NRFU households, this will 

not be enough to obtain complete interviews in many hard-to-count communities.  

The Government Accountability Office (GAO) evaluated the early testing that the 

Census Bureau carried out to develop the current NRFU procedures.  The GAO 

stated:  

“according to preliminary 2016 Census Test data, there were 19,721 NRFU cases 

coded as non-interviews in Harris County, Texas and 14,026 in L.A. County, 

California, or about 30 and 20 percent of the test workload respectively.  

According to the Census Bureau, non-interviews are cases where no data or 

insufficient data were collected, either because enumerators made six attempted 

visits without success (the maximum number the Bureau allowed) or visits were 

not completed due to, for example, language barriers or dangerous situations.”18  

 

 

16 A census tract is a small geographic are that is similar to a neighborhood.  See https://www.census.gov/programs-

surveys/geography/about/glossary.html#par_textimage_13. 

17 Romalewski, Steven, Mapping “Self-Response” for a Fair and Accurate Census, Center for Urban Research at the 

Graduate Center, City University of New York, https://www.gc.cuny.edu/CUNY_GC/media/CUNY-Graduate-

Center/PDF/Centers/Center%20for%20Urban%20Research/Resources/Census2020-self-response-rates-thru-Aug-6-

CUNY-Graduate-Center.pdf, August 7, 2020. 

18 United States Government Accountability Office, 2020 CENSUS Additional Actions Could Strengthen Field Data 

Collection Efforts, GAO-17-191, a report to congressional requesters, January 2017  

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/geography/about/glossary.html#par_textimage_13
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/geography/about/glossary.html#par_textimage_13
https://www.gc.cuny.edu/CUNY_GC/media/CUNY-Graduate-Center/PDF/Centers/Center%20for%20Urban%20Research/Resources/Census2020-self-response-rates-thru-Aug-6-CUNY-Graduate-Center.pdf
https://www.gc.cuny.edu/CUNY_GC/media/CUNY-Graduate-Center/PDF/Centers/Center%20for%20Urban%20Research/Resources/Census2020-self-response-rates-thru-Aug-6-CUNY-Graduate-Center.pdf
https://www.gc.cuny.edu/CUNY_GC/media/CUNY-Graduate-Center/PDF/Centers/Center%20for%20Urban%20Research/Resources/Census2020-self-response-rates-thru-Aug-6-CUNY-Graduate-Center.pdf
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The Census Bureau subsequently refined the NRFU procedures to allow for more 

contact attempts, as is necessary to reach higher resolution rates comparable to 

previous censuses.19 However, my opinion is that there is a significant risk that 

NFRU will not be successful in completely enumerating hard-to-count communities 

under the current time schedule.  

 

Hard-to-count communities have significantly lower levels of self-response, and a 

corresponding larger proportion of households that fall into NRFU, making recruiting 

and hiring sufficient staff to achieve a complete enumeration particularly challenging.   

The Census Bureau has identified hiring staff with relevant language skills and hiring 

people who live in local communities as key components of its design for achieving a 

complete enumeration of hard-to-count communities.20  Difficulties in recruiting 

NRFU staff with the necessary qualifications make it much harder to assign 

enumerators with the language skills necessary to enumerate non-English speaking 

local areas, and it will also  require the Census Bureau to send enumerators into 

communities that they are not familiar with. The ultimate outcome for these hard-to-

count areas will be a higher portion of incomplete responses.  

 

I am also very concerned about the proposed use of outbound telephone calling to 

conduct NRFU in hard-to-count communities.  For example, the Pew Research 

Center has documented that telephone survey rates have fallen from 36 percent in 

1997 to under 6 percent  in 2018.21  Achieving a complete and accurate count in the 

hard-to-count communities requires a lot of hard work by well-trained enumerators 

who are very familiar with these areas.  Furthermore, the use of outbound telephone 

calling to conduct NRFU enumeration has not been tested, nor have methodologies to 

deploy in-language telephone enumerators.   

 

Based on my experience in planning and managing the 2000 and 2020 Censuses it is 

my opinion that limited staff, a shortened time frame, and the use of untested 

procedures will most likely result in serious increases in the undercounts for these 

communities relative to previous censuses.  

  

b. Increased proxy enumerations, resulting in increased levels of erroneous 

enumerations. The limited NRFU workforce combined with the shortened schedule 

will result in a higher level of proxy enumerations than in previous censuses.  Proxy 

enumerations are those obtained by asking people other than the actual residents of 

 

19 US Census Bureau, 2020 Census Detailed Operational Plan for: 18. Nonresponse Followup Operation (NRFU), 

Version 2.0 Final, July 15, 2019. 

20 US Census Bureau, 2020 Census: Counting Everyone Once, Only Once, and in the Right Place, A Design for 

Hard to Count Populations, presented at the October 19, 2018 Project Management Review, 

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/program-management/pmr-materials/10-19-2018/pmr-

hard-to-count-2018-10-19.pdf?#, October 18, 2018. 

 

21 Kennedy, Courtney and Hannah Hartig, Response rates in telephone surveys have resumed their decline, Pew 

Research Center report, February 27, 2019. 

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/program-management/pmr-materials/10-19-2018/pmr-hard-to-count-2018-10-19.pdf?
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/program-management/pmr-materials/10-19-2018/pmr-hard-to-count-2018-10-19.pdf?
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NRFU households for information about those residents.  These proxies can include 

neighbors, apartment managers, or other knowledgeable persons.  In the 2010 Census, 

proxy enumerations were obtained for about 21 percent of the NRFU returns.  The 

erroneous enumeration rate for the proxy enumeration was 6.7 percent—over twice 

the overall erroneous enumeration rate of 3.3 percent.22  

 

c. Increased reliance on administrative records to complete NRFU enumerations, 

leading to less complete enumerations for the hard-to-count populations.  The Census 

Bureau plans include the use of administrative records (e.g., records from the IRS, 

Medicare, and the Social Security Administration) to reduce the NRFU workload, 

where feasible, by using such records to enumerate occupied households that have 

failed to respond after several contact attempts.23  The Census Bureau may be forced 

to rely more heavily on such enumerations if NRFU cannot be completed as planned.  

Based on the research that the Census Bureau conducted to develop the current 

NRFU strategy, it had planned to enumerate 12.9 percent of the occupied NRFU 

housing units after making one visit.24  Expanding the uses of administrative records 

to enumerate a higher portion of the NRFU occupied housing units is not supported 

by the research the Census Bureau has used to date, and the Census Bureau has not 

released additional research to support such actions. Census Bureau research has 

shown that the quality and completeness of administrative records is not expansive 

enough to replace a decennial census.25 In addition, noncitizens and Latinos are 

disproportionately underrepresented in administrative records.  Therefore, the use of 

administrative records beyond the planned levels for NRFU would be less 

representative of the hard-to-count populations than a complete NRFU.  

  

d. There will likely be an increased use of “whole person imputation” relative to 

previous censuses.  Such imputations will not correct for any undercounts that have 

resulted from an incomplete NRFU.  In conducting NRFU in previous censuses, 

situations have arisen where, despite the best efforts of NRFU enumerators, either 

minimal or no information was obtained for some housing units by the conclusion of 

the NRFU.  The Census Bureau uses statistical techniques, referred to as imputation, 

to correct for this missing data problem.  The statistical processes are used to 

estimate—or impute—all of the characteristics of the persons in these housing units.  

The Census Bureau applies “Count Imputation” for situations where no information is 

available for a housing unit.  This methodology will first estimate whether the unit is 

occupied, and if so, will estimate or impute a household size – meaning, the number 

of people in that household.  The process will then use “whole person imputation” to 

 

22 P. Cantwell, DSSD 2010 Census Coverage Measurement Memorandum Series # 2010-G-01, (May 22, 2012), 

https://www.census.gov/coverage_measurement/pdfs/g01.pdf. 

23 Albert E. Fontenot, Intended Administrative Data Use in the 2020 Census, 2020 Census Program Memorandum 

Series: 2020.06, May 7, 2020. 

24 US Census Bureau, 2020 Census Detailed Operational Plan for: 18. Nonresponse Followup Operation (NRFU), 

Version 2.0 Final, July 15, 2019. 

25 Rastogi, Sonya and Amy O’Hara, 2010 Census Match Study, 2010 Census Planning Memorandum Series, No. 

247, November 19, 2012 
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estimate characteristics (including age, race, and ethnicity) for persons in a household 

of this size.  The Census Bureau also uses whole person imputation in situations 

where only the count of people residing in a housing unit could be determined.  In the 

2010 Census, about 2.0 percent of the enumerations fell into the category of whole 

person imputation – 0.4 percent were the result of count imputation and 1.6 percent 

resulted when only the population count was known.26  It should be noted that of the 

16.3 million persons enumerated by proxy in the 2010 Census, 23.1 percent required 

whole person imputation.27  I am very concerned that the levels of housing units 

requiring whole person imputation will be much larger than in 2010, due to the 

reduction in time and staff limitations for NRFU enumerators to get a complete 

response.  Unfortunately, the statistical methods that the Census Bureau uses for 

imputation rely on using information from the resolved housing units to estimate or 

impute for the unresolved housing units.  Therefore, any undercounts that are in the 

resolved housing units will be carried forward in the imputation and not corrected.  

These undercounts would include persons omitted from housing units enumerated by 

both self-response and NRFU. 

 

• The plan to offer bonuses or awards to increase the hours that NRFU enumerators work may 

have unintended consequences on accuracy.  The Census Bureau plans to award NRFU 

enumerators up to $800 above their regular pay, if they work a minimum number of hours 

and complete 0.75 cases per hour.  I am concerned that in order to meet production goals, 

particularly in areas that are difficult to enumerate, some NRFU enumerators may be tempted 

to falsify data for some households to meet production goals.  The result would be that 

instead of obtaining an accurate enumeration for these households, the data would be made-

up.  The Census Bureau has not conducted any testing to understand the effects on quality of 

such awards. 

 

• The schedule will not allow the Census Bureau the flexibility to complete NRFU in areas 

affected by natural disasters.  We are currently in the midst of a very active hurricane season, 

and there are many areas in the West that are dealing with wildfires.  The Census Bureau will 

be forced to delay NRFU in such areas until it is safe to return and resume enumeration 

activities.  The current schedule simply does not allow enough time to carry out a thorough 

NRFU in areas that may be impacted by these unforeseen events.   

 

• On September 2, 2020 Chairwoman Maloney, released a new internal Census Bureau 

document that warns of the risk of “serious errors” in the data if the Census Bureau is forced 

to complete its count under the current statutory deadlines. I have not included this document 

in my analysis, of the revised 2020 Census schedule because I do not know the source or 

purpose of the document.  However, if the document is an actual reflection of the actions that 

the Census Bureau is taking, it is clear that quality is being sacrificed to meet the shortened 

schedule.        

 

26 P. Cantwell, DSSD 2010 Census Coverage Measurement Memorandum Series # 2010-G-01, (May 22, 2012), 

https://www.census.gov/coverage_measurement/pdfs/g01.pdf. 

27 Ibid 
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C. The reduced schedule for NRFU will have serious accuracy and quality 

implications for the 2020 Census 

 

Undercounts, particularly for traditionally hard-to-count populations, are likely to increase 

relative to previous censuses as a result of the Census Bureau’s new, reduced schedule.  As I 

discussed above, the NRFU workloads will be relatively higher in areas with lower self-response 

rates.  The Census Bureau uses low self-response as a key measure in determining whether an 

area is hard-to-enumerate,28 so by definition the challenge for NRFU to obtain a complete count 

is in these areas.  In addition, these areas also contain higher proportions of Black, Latino, and 

immigrant populations relative to the White non-Hispanic population.  The end result for these 

communities is likely to be incomplete NRFU enumeration due to staffing and time limitations, 

as well as more use of proxy enumerations and whole person imputation.   This will lead to 

increased undercounts relative to previous censuses.  For example, in the 1990 Census the 

undercount of the Latino population the undercount was 5.0 percent and for the Black or African 

American population was 4.6 percent.29   It is important to understand that in 1990, the Census 

Bureau had the flexibility to extend the NRFU beyond its planned end date until it had reached a 

completion rate of over 99 percent for NRFU enumeration.30 However, even with this high 

completion rate for 1990, serious undercounts were measured.31   The Census Bureau is now 

being forced to stop all data collection, including NRFU as of September 30, 2020.   In my 

opinion, there is a high risk that the measures the Census Bureau will be forced  to take to 

complete NRFU by this unmovable deadline (as I discussed above relying more on proxy or 

count-only enumerations and administrative records), even potentially falling short of the 99 

percent completion goal, will likely result in undercounts that will be materially larger than were 

observed in the 1990 Census.  

D. The compressed schedule for post data collection processing significantly 

increases the risk of inaccuracies into the 2020 Census data 

 

The initial Census Bureau schedule had NRFU ending at the end of July 2020 leaving about five 

months for the post data collection operations prior to the release of the Apportionment counts.  

In the revised schedule the Census Bureau issued in its request for an extension of the deadlines, 

there were six months allocated to complete the post data collection before the release of the 

Apportionment counts.  Under the current schedule, there are only three months available for 

post data collection prior to release of the Apportionment counts.  In the August 17, 2020 

Review of the Operational Plan, the Census Bureau offered no insights into how it was going to 

 

28 Response Area Outreach Mapper, Census.gov, www.census,gov/roam, (July 2018). 

29 P. Cantwell, DSSD 2010 Census Coverage Measurement Memorandum Series # 2010-G-01, (May 22, 2012), 

https://www.census.gov/coverage_measurement/pdfs/g01.pdf. 

30 Us Census Bureau, 1990 Census of Population and Housing – History Field Enumeration 6-36, Report Number 

CPH-R-2, https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1996/dec/cph-r-2.html, 1996. 

31 P. Cantwell, DSSD 2010 Census Coverage Measurement Memorandum Series # 2010-G-01, (May 22, 2012), 

https://www.census.gov/coverage_measurement/pdfs/g01.pdf. 

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1996/dec/cph-r-2.html
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address this shortfall.  There are critical activities that must be accomplished as part of the post 

data collection processing, including:32 

 

• Apply data codes to facilitate data tabulation – Many of the questions included on 

the 2020 Census questionnaire allow respondents to write-in a response (for 

example the questions on Race and Ethnicity).  In order to properly tabulate these 

responses, they must be assigned a numeric code. Coding is conducted by both 

automated and computer-assisted manual processes. 

 

• Identify potential fraudulent returns from self-responses and record final fraud 

investigation disposition – The 2020 Census allows multiple opportunities for 

response.  Including “non-ID” response where a respondent can go online and 

respond with just their address.  In previous censuses respondents had to use a 

multi-digit identification code that uniquely identified their housing unit in order 

to self-respond.  The non-ID process was designed to make it easier to respond to 

the 2020 Census, but it does carry a risk that it could be misused by those who 

might want to introduce inaccuracies into the 2020 Census data files.  To guard 

against such actions, the Census Bureau has developed computer algorithms to 

detect such fraud.  It is critically important that these algorithms be run, and the 

results evaluated during the post data collection processing. 

 

• Resolve potential duplicate responses – Duplicate responses can occur in the 

conduct of a census.  For example, someone could self-respond in one location 

and also be enumerated during NRFU in another.  Given that NRFU is now taking 

place at a point in time that is much further from Census Day, April 1, 2020 the 

potential for duplicate responses is much higher since more people will have 

moved that the Census Bureau initially anticipated.  It will be critical for the 

Census Bureau to have the time to identify and remove any duplicates. 

 

• Identify the return of record for housing units with multiple returns – When 

multiple opportunities for response are allowed, situations arise where more than 

one questionnaire is returned for a housing unit.  In these situations, the Census 

Bureau uses a Primary Selection Algorithm is to establish the single enumeration 

record for the housing unit.  

 

• Repair missing or conflicting data – There are situations where responses to some 

of the questions are missing.  The count-imputation and whole person imputation 

scenarios that I discussed above are examples of these situations.  This component 

of the post data collection processing is designed to carry out these statistical 

processes. 

 

 

 

32 U.S Census Bureau, 2020 Census Operational Plan, A New Design for the 21st Century, version 4.0 issued 

December 2018.  
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• Provide final census results – Finally, a census file must be created that combines 

the results of the steps I have outlined above so that it can provide the tabulations 

necessary for producing the Apportionment counts. 

 

Each of the activities I described above must be carried out to ensure that the post data collection 

processing will generate high quality data.  The Census Bureau has not stated what actions it will 

take to fit processes that were initially planned for five months into a three-month window.  

Dropping or seriously curtailing any one of the above processes would have severe consequences 

by reducing the quality of the 2020 Census data.  

  

The reduced time frame for post data collection processing will not allow the Census Bureau to 

run the computer programs that have been prepared to carry out the critical activities as had 

originally been planned.  At a minimum the Census Bureau will have to modify or alter the 

sequence of these computer programs.   Rushing to modify computer programs at the last minute 

introduces the risk of making systematic programming errors which would further erode the 

quality of the resulting 2020 Census data. The September 4, 2020 Declaration of Mr. Fontenot. 

that I discussed above, provides some additional high-level detail regarding how the post data 

processing is being rescheduled.  Of interest, Mr. Fontenot states that the time allotted for subject 

matter expert review and software error remediation had been compressed by cutting 21 days 

from the schedule.  This is alarming because the well-developed plans for this phase of post data 

collection processing were based on the extensive preparations for the 2020 Census.  The 

likelihood of a serious computer error that goes undetected is very high.  

  

The initial 2020 Census schedule for post data collection is very reasonable and is consistent 

with the schedule for previous censuses.  In both the 2000 and 2010 Censuses, NRFU was 

completed within the schedule originally planned for 2020 – June 26, 2000 and July 9, 2010, 

respectively.  In both of these censuses the Apportionment counts were delivered to the President 

in late December of 2000 and 2010 respectively.  The 2020 Census schedule, as originally 

revised and requested by the Census Bureau, was also following this well-established time 

schedule.   

 

The overall quality of the 2020 Census data will most likely be lower than in previous censuses.  

As I noted above, it is very likely that the Census Bureau will have to rely more on proxy 

enumeration and whole person imputation that in previous censuses.  While this will be a 

particular problem for the hard-to-count communities, these less accurate enumeration methods 

will also most likely be used more across the board in the 2020 Census relative to previous 

censuses.  In addition to the increased use of proxy enumeration, as I discussed above, 

employing a higher level of administrative records and statistical imputation will result in lower 

quality than would have been achieved through direct in-person contact.  Finally, the extreme 

truncation of time to conduct the post-data collection activities, as discussed above, will most 

likely lead to additional inaccuracies that will disproportionately hurt hard-to-count populations. 

The impacts of undercounts and poor quality data will not just be a problem for the immediate 

uses of the 2020 census (e.g., apportionment and redistricting), but will remain for the 10 years 

until they can be corrected in the 2030 Census (e.g. federal funding).  
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E. Increased transparency is essential to assure stakeholders of the legitimacy of 

2020 Census data collection 

At this point, there is little information available to assess the conduct of the 2020 NRFU.  The 

Census Bureau has been very forthcoming about the self-response phase of the 2020 Census.  

Very detailed and granular data have been made available to allow for public assessment of self-

response for many areas, including census tracts.      

 

The current Census Bureau plan is to release only NRFU resolution rates at the State and ACO 

levels.  While the ACO level resolution rates are more helpful that the State level results, they do 

not provide insight into the progress of NRFU for the hard-to-count communities. In order to 

demonstrate that NRFU is meeting the goal of a complete and accurate enumeration, it is 

essential that the Census Bureau provide additional data beyond just the resolution rate of 

housing units in NRFU.  These data should include information such as the rate of proxy and 

count only enumerations at similar levels of geographic aggregation as the self-response data.  

Further, in order to ensure that the reported apportionment tabulations will be complete and 

accurate, the Census Bureau should also provide additional detailed information on how it plans 

to conduct needed post-data collection processes without the additional time it had originally 

requested. 

 

The Census Bureau has recently announced three new political appointees including – a new 

Deputy Director for Policy33 and a new Deputy Director for Data,34 raising concerns among 

stakeholders.  Having political appointees with vague responsibilities at the Deputy Director 

level of the Census Bureau (which has always been a career position) is unprecedented and is 

raising serious concerns among stakeholders.  Perceptions that the results of the 2020 Census 

have been manipulated for political purposes will erode public and stakeholder confidence, not 

only in the 2020 Census, but also in our democratic processes more generally.  Therefore, it is 

critical that the Census Bureau release the data that I have described above to demonstrate that it 

is achieving a complete and fair enumeration through NRFU. 

 

III. Conclusion  

It is my conclusion that the current deadlines for delivering the 2020 Census Apportionment and 

redistricting data place unreasonable time constraints on the Census Bureau.  These constraints 

will not allow the Census Bureau to carry out data collection operations that will deliver high 

quality results.  I am very concerned that these timing constraints will significantly increase the 

risk of much larger undercounts for the 2020 Census than measured in previous censuses. These 

undercounts will disproportionately affect the traditionally hard-to-count communities including 

immigrants, persons of color, and the underserved.  Furthermore, these undercounts will have a 

lasting effect until the 2030 Census results are available.  

 

 

 

 

33 Statement from Census Bureau Director Steven Dillingham, Release Number CB20-RTQ.20 

34 Statement from Census Bureau on Deputy Director for Data, Release Number CB20-RTQ.24, August 17, 2020 


